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C. INSTITUTIONALIZING ASSASSINATION: THE 
“EXECUTIVE ACTION” CAPABILITY 

In addition to investigating actual assassination plots, the Com- 
mittee has examined a project known as Executive Action which 
included, as one element, the development of a general, standby 
assassination capability. As with the plots, this examination focused 
on two broad questions: What happened? What was the extent and 
nature of authorization for the project? 



1 . IXTROOrcno.V 

Sometime in early 1961, Bissell instructed Harvey, who was then 
Chief of n CIA Foreign Intelligence staff, to establish an “executive 
action capability, which would include research into a capabilitv* 
to assassmate foreign leaders.' ( Bissell, 6/9/75, p. 51 ; Harvey, 6/25/75, 
pp. 30-37 ) At some point in early 1061 Bissell discussed the Executive 
Action capability with Bundy. The timing of that conversation and 
whether the M lute House*’ urged that a capability be created were 

0n evidence varied widely, as is discussed in section 

(2) below. 

Bissell, Harvey and Helms all agreed that the “generalized” cn pa- 
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“Executive Action’’ was a CIA euphemism, defined as a project for 
research into developing menus for overthrowing foreign political 
leaders, including a “capability to perform assassinations. ’ (Harvey, 
6/25/75, p. 54) Bissell indicated that Executive Action covered a 
“wide spectrum of actions** to “eliminate the effectiveness of foreign 
leaders, with nssassinntion as the “most extreme*’ action in the spec- 
trum. (Bissell, 7/22/75, p. 32) The Inspector General's Report de- 
scribed executive action as n “general standby capability’’ to carry out 
assassination when required. (I.G. Report, p. 37) The project was 
given the code name ZR/RIFLE by the CIA . ) 

A single agent (“asset”) was given the cryptonym QJ/\\ IN, and 
placed under Harvey’s supervision for the ZR/RIFLE project. He 
was never used in connection with anv actual assassination efforts. 
Helms described Q.J/WIX's “capability*: 

It jruu needed »njucl«Mtv to carry nut mun'er f cue** you hint a man who 
mlnlit U* to curry tt nut. (HHtu>. 0/13/75. i* 50) 

Haney used QJAVIN, to spot “individuals with criminal and 
underworld connections in Europe for jjossihle multi-purpose use. 
(Hurvev. 6/25/75. p. 50) For example, Q.I'WIX reported that a 
potential asset in the Middle East was “the leader of a gumming 
syndicate*' with “an available pool of assassins.” (CIA file, ZH/ 
RIKLK/Pcrsonnlitv Sketches) However. Ilurvev testified thnt : 

During the entire existence of the entire ZH/R1KI.K project • • • no Went 
was recruited for the purpow of assnssinntlon, anil no eten tentative turttetlnc 
or target list was ever drawn. I Harvey. 0/25/75. p. *15) 

In general, project ZR/KIFLE involved nssessing the problems 
and requirements of assassination and developing a stand-by assas- 
sination capability: more specifically. it involved “spotting ’ potential 
agents nud “researching** ns.cissi nation techniques that might l>c used. 
(Bissell. 7/17/75. p. 11 and 6/0/75. j». 73: Harvey. 6/25/75. pp. 37-A. 
45) Bissell characterized ZR 'RIFLE as “internal and purely pre- 
paratory.’* (Bissell. 7/22 75. p. .12) The 1067 Ius|>ector General *8 Re- 
port found “no indication in the file thnf the Executive Action 
cupuhilit v of ZIl RIKLK-QJ.'IVIX was ever used.” but said that 
“ofter Harvey took over the (’astro operation, he ran it as one 
aspect of ZR/klFLK.** ( l.G. Report, pp. 46-41 ) 
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2. TIIV. Ql'mtOX I*r WHITE llOI'SK INITIATION-. AVTIIORIZ-XTU »N*. Oil 
KXOWUilXiK OK TIIK KXKHTIVF. ACTION* PROJECT 

ITorvev testified that Bissell lmd told him that “the White House'* 
had twice urged the creation of such a capability and the Inspector 
General's Report quoted notes of Harvey's (no longer in existence) 
to that effect. Bissell did not recall any specific conversation with the 
“White House.” but in his initial testimony before the Committee he 
assumed the correctness of Harveys notes and stnted that, "'"’le he 
could have created tlie capability on his own. nny urgings would have 
come front Ihindv or Wult Rostow. In a later ap|M»n ranee, however. 
Bissell said he merely informed Bundy of the capability and that 
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tioned in his initial discussion of Executive Action with Bissell. 
(Harvey, 6/25/75, p. 37) However, the testimony from Bissell and 
from the White House aides is in conflict with Harvey's testimony ns 
to whether such “urging” hnd in fact been siren to Bissell. 

The testimony regarding the relationship between “the White 
House*’ and the Executive Action capability is summarized as follows: 

Harvey . — Harvey testified that his missing notes which had been 
destroyed had indicated thnt Bissell mentioned White House urging* 
to develop an Executive Action capability. (Harvey. 6/25/75, p. 37) 
Harvey said that he “particularly rememl>cr[cd]** that Bissell said 
that he received “more than one" urging from the White House. (Har- 
vey, 6/25/75. pp. 36-37; 7/11/75, p. 59) As he testified : 

“On two occasions or on more than one occasion, and I particularly reinemtwr 
the more than one because I recall at the time this was clear this was not Just 
a one-shot thing tossed out • • • the White House — I quote this much : thi« Is 
exact — had arced him ( Bissell) — him in this cose not personally. hut the Agency — 
to develop an Executive Action capability." ( Harvey. C/25,75, pp. 30-37) 
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But llunty had no direct evidence that Biasrll actually h:»d any such 
discussion with “the White House.'’ No specific individual in the 
White House was named to Hatvev by Bissell. (Ilarvey. 6/25/75. 
[>. 31) Harvey snid that it would have liecn ‘‘improper" for him to 
iinvc asked Bissell whom he had talked to and “grossly improper” for 
Bissell to have volunteered that name. (Ilarvey. 0/25/75. p. 37) 

It weft . — Bissell speeificully recalled assigning Ilarvey to investigate 
the capability. (Bissell. 0/0/75, p. 51) However. Bissell did not rc- 
enll “a specific conversation with any1»ndv in the White House ns the 
origin” of his instruction to Ilarvey. (bissell. 0/0/75. p. 51) 

During the course of several npjHMi ranees liefore the f'oinmittee. 
Bissell's testimony varied ns to whether or not he had !>cou urged by 
the White House to develop nil Executive Action capability. 

In his initial np|>cn mures before the Committee on June 9 and 11. 
1075, Bissell made statements that tendril to indicate that "White 
House authorization had U-en given. In response In the "twice urged 
quotation of Harvey s notes in the Inspector General's Bcjmrt. Bissell 
said. “I have no renson to believe that Harvey’s quote is wrong. 
(Bissell. 6/9-75, p. 51) Bi-ell also said that ns far as he knew, it 
wns true that lie was asked by the White House to create a general 
stand-by assassination capability. (Bissell, 6/0/75. pp. 40. 51) 
Rased again on Harvey’s missing notes (“White House urging ). 
and bis statement flint lit* bad no reason to challenge tlieir accuracy. 
Bissell initially gave his opinion that MeGeorge Bundy and Walt 
Ifostow weie the two people from whom such a request was most 
likelv to have come tiernn.se they were “the two mend KM'S of the W hite 
House stall who were closest to CIA o|>crat inns.” (Bissell. 6/0/ 1 5. 
pp. 40-54) 

At another |>oint in his initial testimony. Bis-oll said that the crea- 
tion of the capability “mav have Ihtii initiated within the Agency 
(Irt.. p. SI). Two tin vs Infer lie said : “There is little doubt in my mind 
that Project III FI. l' mu? discussed with Rostov and possibly Bundy. 
(Bissell. 6/11/75. p. 46) 

W’bcn Bissell appeared before the Committee on July 17 and 22, his 
testimony, given in light of information obtained since bis earlier np- 
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pearnnees, was that there was no White House urging for the creation 
of the Executive Action project, although tacit approval for the 
established * >r °^ ect wns P r °b°bly given by Bunay after it was 

First, Bissell was shown the Harvey notes which had been preserved 
and winch, without any mention of the White House, indicated 
Harvey had received lus assignment prior to January 25/26, 1961. 
I hose dates- just 5 days after the change in administration— made 
Bissell conclude thnt it was “very unlikely that that assignment to 
l Ilarvey J wns taken ns a result of White House urging or cnnsulta- 
tion. (Bissell. 7/17/75, p. 10) Bissell snid that Bundy did not have 
any influence at the Agency before the Presidential inauguration. 
Bissell added Mini he did not remember meeting with anjone in the 
newmlmmistmtion on matters prior to the inauguration. (Bissell, 

Second, w! rn lie returned in July, Bissell also said he had been 
con, u need b\ a phone ran versnt ions with Rostov and Bundy after 

his first ap| tnces that since Rostov’s duties in 1961 bad nothing 
to do with ,«••.?»• rt action, he bad “never discussed" Executive Action 
with Rostov. j Bissell. 7/17/75, p. 10; 7/27/75. p. 22) 

BisseH's fiiia! testimony about Bundy (given after his telephone 
contact with Bundy) was that he believed Mint he had informed Bundy 

flhftllf Mm rnnu LiIMi* a ttm- «# l. n .) s_ 1 , n n •* V*.- * 




j * i • 4 UII| = mat nc would not 

have expected Bumlv to mention the Executive Action capability to 
the President. ( Bissell, 7/22/75, p. 35) He testified : 

, !”i dpve, °l ,mcnt ,° f « capability to kill foreign leaders 
JmpurUinc* ro bring to the attention of the President? 

nnd nt **?* t,me flnd * ,VWI ,bp limited scope of sctlv- 
Ines within that project. 1 would not." (Bissell, 7/22/75, p. 35) 

Bissell said that lie and Bundy had discussed nn untnrgeted “enpabil- 
m ™n *,!-!?- * ,c n la,, r ? r a I > P*oval for nn assassination operation. 
[ ‘ 1 ‘{.''b P- 1 J ) Bissell said thnt although he does not have 

a sn^.hc iwollect 101 !. hr “might have” mentioned Castro. Lumumba, 
and Trujillo m the course of a discussion of Executive Action “because 
Hies® were the sorts of individuals at that moment in history against 

m, " ht P oss,b L v have been employed.’’* (Bissell, 
0/11/ <5. p. 51) v 

Bissell said his impression was that in a«ldition to expressing no 
unfavorable reaction to the project. Bundy actually might have given 
» more affirmative response. (Bissell, 7/22/75, pp, 25, 28) Bissell testi- 
fied that he might have interpreted Bundy’s reaction as approval (or 
7/22/75 ”° 3 Q bjMt,on ) for " ,e Executive Action concept. (Bissell, 

70?n^n«lf^n h m l t n hC !T m0f ? 0f »• woinic further Id saying wbnt 

n °. ndy ) wna.to ycor view, tantamount to approval? 

aa* 1 i? l " t r , n ,nt ^ ri * rrted 11 ■" S" 011 0,10 ^ ,l approral, or you could 

RrSSSM *»r1ered on somethin* that wan being done, an 
hemTnLn hr . ? rr of tbl ‘ HI* I Bundy's] comment Is that 

* made no objection to It. I suspect that his reaction was (somewhat more faror 



186 



187 



able than that, but this Is a matter that probably someone listening to the con- 
versation on which such a person could huve had differing interpretations. (Bis- 
scll, 7/22/75, p. 33) 

All of the Bissell testimony on his Executive Action conversation 
with Bundy was speculative* reconstruction. From his first appear- 
ance to his Inst, Bissell had no “clear recollection'’ of the events. (Bis- 
sell. 7/22/75, pp. 2D, 36) But Bissell maintained that more “formal 
and specific ami explicit approval would have been required” before 
any “actual overt steps in use of the capability.’’ (Bissell, 7/22/73, 
Mi) 

Bissell said that Harvey’s notation about White House urgings to 
develop an Executive Action capability may have been a slightly con- 
fused account of u Bissell /Harvey conversation subsequent to the initi- 
ation of the project in which Bissell relayed Bundy's reaction to Har- 
vey. ( Bissell, 7/22/75. p. 25) 

Bissell ultimately testified that the development of an Executive 
Action capability wa- ’•undoubtedly." or “very much more likely” 
initiated within the Agency. (Bissell. 7/22/75. pp. 22, 27) He had 
acknowledged on his fust day of testimony that this would not have 
been unusual : 

It was the normal practice In the Agency and an lm|w»rtnnt part of- It* 
mission to creole various kinds of capability long before there was any reason 
to be certain whether those would I** used or where or how or for what |»uri»M i f. 
The whole ongoing Job of • • • a secret Intelligence servleeof recruiting agent' In 
of that character * * *. So it would not In* particularly surprising to me if the 
division lo create • • • this capability had l*cen taken without an outside request. 
(Hissoll. G/0/75. pp. 87-U8) 

Bundy. — McGoorge Bundy also testified to a conversation with 
Bissell. during which the Executive Action capability was discussed. 
Bundy’s testimony com polls with Bbsell’s nit the fact that they dis- 
cussed an untnrgetcd capability, rather than an assassination oj>cra- 
( ion. But Bundy said that the capability included "killing the indi- 
vidual.’’ (Bundy, 7/1 1/73, p. 5)' Bundy's impression was that ‘the 
CIA was “testing my reaction.” not “seeking authority.** (Bundy. 
7/11/75, p. 15) Bundy said : 

I aui sure I gave no instruction But it w only fair to add that I do not recall 
that I offered any iii.|«-tlimcnr either, fnuiuly. 7/1 1/*. i. p. 10) 

Bundy said that he die! not take steps to halt the development 
of the Executive Action capability or "pursue the matter at all" 

( Bundy, 7/11/75. p. ID) because he was satisfied. 



) 



/ 



Uon had been in office tesThnnTweeW .SSW??** Ad '"”>«t™. 
with other problems, including the Berlin d - h “ d . b< * n Preoccupied 

Bundi fSiftSth M re ° reani2i,l S the 

Action project : ,a * d,<i not brief fche President on the Executive 

"TSCr 70,1 h ‘ ,e ' €5 "'’ Wl ““ T °“ m not “» matter to u,. 

Bundy explained” h aTT lie d" Ch “ lnn ‘ n (Bu " dr ' Vnm - !>• >«> 
security ^affairs excluded lionowfTn! • 5 u f ri » sibi,it y ior national 





i ™ - »■ 

I Jjno.k.1,.. JtSSE'f" A,len Du,les llnd f "M 

I "°»Itl have come to the I)CIs n«e f ? r tx £ reasona: first, it 
I fertx’d between conqionents of the Wncv '' h , ejl H ftnc >* was trans- 
\Cuban o|H*ration.s; 3 and second Bi^df -- ’ m ass, £ ned to work on 
Boned to Dullm at t|„. iuif iatio. of hT ^ oll, H imagine*’ it was men” 
Bissell and Harvey briofid * i (Bissell. 7/22 75. „ 

when be became (Hi^J ° T n r Project ZR/RIFLE 

B«.t Bivsell did not recall b® Harvey 7/11/75, p. 63) 

tl!aM n V°! ,k °V eras Her. (Bissell 7/17/75 project when 
th 2* had no knowledge of sucli u .mlinV ’A‘r U* Mc Cone testified 
" Harvey said it was assumed fhn^ii * < ^ >nc ’ P- 48) 

arameters permitted by the DCI But I Full- l ,r °K ct , was " ith »n the 
avisintf i >.. nor < .1 J ^ 1 iar\ev tesfifi*./! n 




lUHl wo|||l , not j crossed until wi u . ri , u g® ** uid 



Tlint this was not an operational nctivlty, and would not Ifpcnme such without 
twn conditions: Ar*!. that there bo a desire nr a niftiest or a guidance that 
them should lie planning against some *|>ccitir individual: and second, rhai 
there should lie a division to move ugaiiivi the individual. I Handy, T/ll/To. («. 7l 

Bundy Itclievcd that neither of these conditions had been fulfilled- 
(Bundy, 7/11/75, p. 7) 

Bundy recalled the conversation with Bissell ns taking place “some- 
time in flie early months of lOfil.” ( Bundy. 7/1 1/75. p. -|) When ques- 
tioned about the dates in Harvey's notes. Bundy ruled the chance find 
his conversation nljout Executive Action took place liefore .January 
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perceived the Executive Action capability as in some wiy lending 
legitimacy to the actual assassination efforts. 

(a) Commotion bcficcen Ristell and Bundy 

In his early testimony. JVissell said lie did not have n ^collection 
of whether he discussed the names of Castro, Lumumba. and Trujillo 
with anyone in the White House in the course of discussing the project 
to develop an executive action capability. However, Bissell testified 
that it was “perfectly plausible that I would have used examples. 
(Bissell, 0/11/73, p. 51) He continued : 

In such a dlMMisslon of o capability. I mlrht well have used the three names 
that I just irn re. herause these were the Rorl* of Imllvidnni* at that moment in 
hls-torv against whom such a capability mlRbt possibly have been employed. 
( Illssell, fi/11/75. p. 51 > 

Bissell and Bundy both testified, however, that their discussion 
on the development of the capability for assassination did not involve 
anv mention of actual assassination plans or attempts (see detailed 
treatment at Section (b). There is no IcMinmny to the con- 

trary. The areottnt of this ronversatiou raises a question ns to whether 
Bissell acted properly in withholding from Bundy the fact that assas- 
sination efforts against Castro had already l»een mounted and were 
moving forward. Bundy was responsible ^to n new President for na- 
tional security affairs and Bissell was his principal source of infor- 
mation nliout covert operation* at the CIA. 

{),) RiHirir* in*t ruction to flamy to fair orrr rr*pon*ibi1ity for 
undrru'orld contort: Xocnhhcr JfHiJ 

Both Bissell and Harvey recall n meeting in November 1901 in 
which TIarvev was instructed to take over the contact with John Ros- 
selli as part of Project ZI\ BIBLE. (Bissell. 0/11/75. pp. l&«_ "I* ; 
Hnrvev. 0 25 '75. p. 80: and 0/11/75. p. 10) Harveys notes placed the 
meet in- «m XmcniWt 15. 1001. (l.G. Report, p. 30). during the period 
in which Hnrvev was freed from his duties on another Agency staff 
and assumed direction of Task Force 5\ which ran CIA activity 
against the Castro regime. . . . , 

According to Bissell and Haney, their Novemlwr meeting involved 
only (lie planning and research of a capability rather thnnji targeted 
operation against Castro. (Bissell. 7/17 75. p. 13: Harvey, i/l !/”•»• P- 
liii) But Bissell acknowledged that the purpose of the Rosselli contact 
had lieen to assassinate Castro, and that “it is a fair inference that 
there would have lieen no reason to maintain it fthr contact] unless 
there was some possibility of reactivating that operation.'* (Bissell. 
r, 11*75. p. 10) Bissell stated that because the nssassinntion plot 
agninst (‘astro involving the nudrrworUl figures 

Hull been siooil Ilown nflcr the Buy of IMr* • * • nml there wn* no nnthorlxn- 
I Inn io iMirvuc || net I rely * • • the tr*pon*ttHliry Mini wax Riven to him [Ilnnwy] 
uuh that of luklnp mcr on Inactive conloct. (BIksvU. 7/17/75. p. 14) 

Bissell said that in effect he luid asked Harvey to stand watch over 
the contact in case any action should be required and further testified 
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assassination” was S.sed ao.inrfTS'. ~ , 7 l , " hll ", v for 

in the later phase." fnissell ft/nr- ni ' | replied that it was 

Bissell to Ifnrvev on XovcmhrV I *, lOGi* I?*/' 7V in! ? «?*'"'• from 
m, airly li, r months .hr !f Vl„ ^ 'T '"" 1 '" 1 l,v npi-mx 

fion o| rut ion against ('astro. ^ ' "tidriMorld assa.-ina- 
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keen reeniitrd hv 1 1,!' r'l V'forVril l ''' ul„, Im,! 

Project Zn/I!IFr.i:. \a' noted aW.^ marlv^T"™ P rior 
ZR/niFEE was mttAbi to tin ? ^Vmtt^'Vf ^ f '? C ', ion d,,rin P 
multi-purpose*’ covert use Ttm T •* f^^'Btial assets for 
treats fully QJ/3VIN‘ S role T ^nu.mbtt section of this report 

r«dv°lib!r»seTb7rj *^ci’™Sv 0 fo ,r d C ' ,, i r QJ/Wnf ™ 0| - 

cp.ln.ity Iwfore Zlf/UIFLE was ife^S^ . 



